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by which the environment can influence the health of the disadvantaged. Even though physiological mechanisms that translate environmental factors into illness are not well understood, the influence of social disadvantage on the development of disease, on recovery opportunities, and on survival is becoming increasingly clear.
There are many opportunities for research on the effects of social disadvantage and of targeted intervention programs. Biobehavioral research should focus on identifying preventable causal factors and effective interventions. In basic research, challenging research issues cut across all social and ethnic groups. Studies of connections between illness and social isolation, bereavement, and cumulative life stress are especially relevant. Clinicians need dependable information about effects of racial and social factors on diagnosis and treatment. Available research suggests that specially targeted interventions such as detection and treatment of hypertension in designated subpopulations can be highly effective. Such studies should include measures of the type, features, and mixture of health care personnel, their attitudes toward patients, and the effects of staff class on management of minorities and the poor.
Crosscutting Themes: Prevention and Treatment
Regardless of the health-risky behavior or the disease, treatment and prevention should be major research issues for the biobehavioral sciences. Attention is being given to methods of altering the burden of illness by changing behavior. This requires first that changes in behavior can be shown to result in improved health and second that effective methods be found to help large numbers of people to make such changes. Much remains to be learned, but the existing research base provides strong evidence that the biobehavioral sciences can make substantial and unique contributions to dealing with much of the disease that now constitutes the main burden of illness in this country.
Prerention Efforts in Early Life
Early life provides a wealth of openings for useful preventive interventions, many of which may have lifelong benefits. With the control of infectious disease, behavior-related disorders have taken a more dominant role in the burden of illness in early life. Recognition of this shift has provided impetus recently for a number of detailed assessments of child health care needs. Interventions take several forms. Some, including neonatal metabolic screens, help to identify problems before they do permanent damage; others such as immunizations forestall some future risk; still others, for example, good